II. Chapter One: Social Progress and Decay Establishing the Language Games in which the Revolutionaries Lived
A. At first McCoy looks at Jefferson's view of agrarian lifestyle vs. that of manufactures. He writes "Like most enlightened thinkers of his age, Jefferson conceived of natural laws of social and political development [through time] that applied to America as much as to Europe. Vast resources of land might forestall the unfavorable consequences of this 'natural progress' of the arts [by which he means the evolution from land work to manufacturing, which would make men dependent on others and breed "subservience and venality"], but he never doubted that eventually America would be swept up in an inexorable logic of social change. Jefferson's plea in the Notes on Virginia, a plea that he would make throughout his public life, was that his countrymen not abuse or disregard the natural advantages [large amounts of land] that could postpone, but never prevent, a familiar and politically dangerous course of social development"(15).
B. Chapter I part I: The Four Stages of Social Progress and Luxury 1. A commercial revolution had been going on in Europe since the fifteenth century. International trade, division of labor, public debts funded at the national level, corporations, and money markets developed. The 18th century intellectuals were assessing the impact of this commercial revolution that was transforming life. These changes stimulated curiosity about the historical development of societies -why and how did they develop through time, and how did change affect men's morals? 2. Part one is on the debates on the "civilizing versus the corrupting tendencies of commercial development, the definition and character of 'luxury,' and above all, the question of whether some kind of fundamental decay was curiously inherent in social progress"(17).
3. 18th century perceptions of social development were shaped by a common conceptual approach. People wanted to find the natural and normal course in human social development. "Social change could be understood in terms of a common process that eventually affected every society." McCoy argues that "By the second half of the century, especially among French and Scottish writers, the theory had taken firm shape and delineated four distinct and successive stages of social development, each based on a different mode of subsistence. . . . In simplest terms, the four stages were described as hunting, pasturage, agriculture, and commerce"(19). For elaboration on the four stages see page 19-20. a. In the first stage hunting (and fishing) dominates, there is no social organization of production. Contemporary literature on the aboriginal inhabitants of American portrayed them as the perfect representatives of this first stage.
b. At the second stage, these primitive hunters were superseded by tribes of nomadic herdsmen or shepherds.
c. The third, the agricultural stage, is peopled by more settled husbandmen, who practice subsistence farming but do not produce goods outside the family home.
d. In the fourth, production for commercial trade begins and flourishes. There is an advanced division of labor and luxury and refined manners exists.
e. The fourth stage was one of social sophistication, or an advanced division of labor in the production process, and the polish or luxury of a people of greatly refined manners and habits.
4. According to most writers, the basic stimulus to this changing pattern in society was population growth, which promoted a search first for supplementary sources of food and eventually for additional sources of employment that could support increased numbers of people.
5. Men's manners, habits, customs, and morals changed as the form of social and economic organization did. In the commercial stage labor was divided and a farmer or manufacturer did only his job, thus self-sufficiency was largely lost. Moreover, people were no longer satisfied with what they could produce, but wanted "luxury items."(21).
6. "The troublesome term 'luxury' was usually the focus of any consideration of the moral qualities of modern commercial society"(21).
7. Luxury during the Middle Ages had been one of the seven deadly sins. By the eighteenth century there was a great debate as to the position luxury really held in social theory. agreement on what luxury was: something "which is rather intended to please the fancy, than to obviate real wants, and which is rather ornamental than useful"(22). However, there is no agreement on the application of the word to moral ends. Sometimes it is negative, sometimes it is seen as a necessary of modernity and polished ages.
9. "[T]raditional moralist continued to denounce luxury and modern commercial society in familiar terms. They asserted that luxury reflected as well as encouraged an unprincipled pursuit of private gain and an enervating indulgence of sordid and debauching human appetites. As society became commercialized, it was changed, men became increasingly selfish, greedy, and hedonistic, concerned more with their own personal wealth and comfort than with the welfare of society as a whole"(23).
10. It was common for Sparta to be held in distinct opposition to modern corruption and want.
11. Jean Jacques Rousseau was "undoubtedly the most sensitive, perceptive, and challenging eighteenth-century critic of luxury and the new social order, for he delved deepest into what he understood to be the emotional and psychological malaise of contemporary civilization"(24). His Discours sur les sciences et les arts and Discours sur les fondemens de l'inegalite parmi les hommes (1753-54) provided "a vigorous and categorical dissent against the new idea that the commercialization of human life was both natural and fundamentally salutary"(24). For him this "divorced the human soul from its natural qualities of simplicity, goodness, and compassion"(24). "Trapped in a new world of acquisitiveness and vanity, men had lost contact with their true selves and were now obsessed with luxury in a way that brought to a head the sickness of a materialistic civilization"(24).
12. Voltaire, Jean-Francois Melon, and Bernard Mandeville represent the other side of the luxury debate. Mandeville, in his The Fable of the Bees (1714) wrote a social allegory that appeared to "defend as natural, necessary, and socially beneficial the commerce, luxury, and unfettered pursuit of individual gain that were part of the new economic order. Since men inevitably and quite naturally pursued their private pleasure, Mandeville suggested, it was foolish to expect them to behave 'virtuously' in the tradition sense of that term"(25). Moreover, society to be great must be wealthy and refined. "Mandeville's message in the Fable was that every powerful and prosperous modern society was, by necessity, built squarely upon the worldly foundations of 'corruption'; namely materialism, money grubbing, and pleasure seeking. He thus advanced the revolutionary idea that the private pursuit of sensual gratification, far from being reprehensibly enervating and selfish, was instead a positive force that unleashed the latent production power of society"(26). Here then, Mandeville not only defends "innocent luxury" but "vicious luxury" to promote society.
13. "Mandeville was groping in the Fable toward a new, utilitarian concept of virtue, by which any action that contributed to the welfare of society in the long run, even if it were the immediate consequence of traditional vices like greed, ambition, or avarice, could be considered virtuous in a more modern, realistic sense"(26).
14. Melon's Essai politique sur le commerce (1734) 15. Voltaire's Defence de Mondain (1737) ridiculed reactionary moralist for blindly celebrating the rusticity and poverty or ancient republics. In his didactic pro-luxury poems, Voltaire presented a sparkling vision of a bright new world of sensual experience, where civilized men of polished manners were free to enjoy the refined pleasures that came with social progress"(27).
16. David Hume, tried to mediate between the two. Saw that all the arts, liberal and mechanical benefited from commerce, which would give them impetus to action. Thought that looking back on primitive life as virtuous was incorrect, it was much more brutal and terrible. For Hume Sparta "demonstrated that men could not be governed by disinterested passion for the public good without an unacceptably tyrannical enforcement of perfect equality and austerity" (29). 17. On the other hand, Hume also believed that luxury could be excessive and cause problems.
18. However, in the end, Hume felt it was natural, realistic, and just to motivate men by their passions, avarice, industry, art, and luxury. He felt that personal gain must be the root of all society. (29) 19. "Hume's relatively moderate defense of luxury expressed a point of view that would attract considerable support in America as well as in Europe. Virtually all eighteenth-century thinkers agreed on one point: once men moved beyond the most primitive stage of social development represented by the natives of the New World, they came under the influence of "artificial needs" quite different from the simple subsistence needs that men shared with other forms of animal life"(30).
20. "The controversial issue was whether these ["needs"] stimulated progress or degeneration. 'Men in society continually compare themselves to one another,' Charles-Francois de SaintLambrt noted in his article on luxury in the Encyclopedia, as they endeavor 'unceasingly to establish the idea of their superiority, first in their own minds, then in the minds of others.' To Rousseau and other traditionalists, this compulsive desire for distinction imposed an impossible psychological burden on the individual that could end only in frustration, unhappiness, and alienation. To Saint-Lambert, however, as to Hume, it indirectly encouraged the industrious production of useful wealth that fostered a richer, more refined civilization"(31).
C. Chapter I Part II: Commerce, Luxury, and the Division of Labor 1. Almost all eighteenth century writers conceded the potential dangers of commerce and resulting luxury.
2. Even those observers who celebrated the benefits of commerce often continued to worry about its concomitant capacity to have a deleterious influence on the strength and character of a society. More often than not, ambivalence characterized the writings of defenders of commerce who rejected Rousseau's extreme position but were not entirely comfortable in doing so.
3. John Brown, an English belletrist and preacher, noted that the impact of commerce on human society proceeded through several successive stages. In the first, commerce supplied mutual necessities, prevented mutual wants, extended mutual knowledge, eradicated mutual prejudice, and spread mutual humanity. In its middle and more advanced stage, it provided conveniences, increased population, coined money, gave birth to the arts and science, created equal laws, and diffused general plenty and happiness. But in its third and highest stage, Brown warned, commerce seemed to change its nature and effects; it brought in superfluity and vast wealth, promoting avarice, gross luxury, and effeminacy among the higher ranks of men. (33) 4. "Brown was saved from a fatalistic despair about England's future only by the cautious hope that the social cycle he described might not be inevitable. Perhaps it was possible, in other words, to retain the necessary benefits of commerce while preventing or staving off its harmful and destructive tendencies"(33).
5. Brown then was disputing the long-standing biological analogy of polity to human body. In this analogy, the political society was likened to a biological organism that was born, matured, decayed, and died. This metaphor suggested a cyclical view of history, n which every society inevitably decayed and died.
6. Brown was not alone in his attempt to discourage this old metaphor, but it remained dominant.
7. Although the Enlightenment is usually linked to the rise of confidence in the potential for human progress, it was also a time of nagging skepticism. The idea that brought optimism together with decay was the "law of compensation," which sees progress as circumscribed and impermanent, always bringing with it evils as well as blessings.
8. The Scottish Enlightenment thinkers -Hume, Adam, Lord Kames, Adam Ferguson -expressed ambivalence about the commercialization of society. They saw advances in the early stages of commercialization like Brown, but in the end this state is never permanent: great opulence opens a wide door to indolence, sensuality, corruption, prostitution, perdition.
9. The progress of the division of labor, with its specialization and increased productivity, was the earmark of modern commercial society, but this progress invariably had disturbing consequences as well. As Rousseau had suggested, it tended to produce glaring inequalities of wealth status, and power, whereby a mass of poverty-stricken laborers became dangerously dependent on a privileged class of property-owning employers.
10. Although Adam Smith emphatically approved of an advanced division of labor as the basis of continuing economic growth and social progress, he was also concerned with its concomitant tendency to relegate the laboring classes to a brutish existence that crippled their minds and bodies. . . . Because of their debased condition, these new "savages" were poor candidates for good citizens and soldiers.
12. To the Scots, in short, the advance of society was never the unmixed blessing that Mandeville had celebrated. They never doubted that social and economic development had serious, apparently unavoidable pitfalls. The were willing to pay this price for progress, but they could also never bury completely their uneasy misgivings. As society advanced naturally toward the higher stages of development, the civilizing effects of commerce were ironically threatened by a fundamental deterioration of the human condition best exemplified in the degradation of a new class of modern savages. Beyond a certain point, the civilizing process seemed to turn to one of corruption; the commercialization of society promised to humanize me but, as the law of compensation took its toll, also to debase them. The gloomier side of the Scots' assessment of social progress was to become particularly relevant to the fears and concerns of American republicans, because the brutish creatures Smith described, the so-called "labouring poor," were incompatible with the dramatically new form of government and society that the Revolutionaries aspired to build. D. Chapter I Part III: The Role of Government in the New Economy 1. This was an age of political economy. Government was to be involved in the economic workings of society. Adam Smith's objections were not to all government involvement in economics, but to "mercantilism," which compounded the problems experienced by nations of modern Europe as they underwent the process of commercialization.
2. Primarily, this section deals with Adam Smith's belief that there should be little government influence in the economy or that it should be exercised in the natural way -that is that agriculture, manufacturing, and then commerce should be aided.
3. The economic system in England arising out the of the Glorious Revolution of 1688, led to country opposition to the favoritism offered manufacturing and commerce over agriculture. This was a violation of the natural way. 4. A system of fashion and luxury, enforced by political means, thus took precedence over more fundamental subsistence needs, and the human costs were staggering. Large numbers of people were steadily drawn away from the countryside, off the land, into less productive occupations in crowded urban areas. The ultimate result of this rural depopulation was the widespread poverty, moral decadence, and shameful squandering of resources -both natural and human -that characterized a stagnant socioeconomic order where depressed laboring classes were systematically manipulated to support the extravagantly corrupt life-style of a political privileged minority.
E. Conclusion
When the Revolutionaries in America forged a commitment to republicanism, in sum, there were confronted almost immediately with several fundamental and interrelated questions, all of which were rooted in this broader universe of eighteenth-century perceptions and concerns. At which stage or stages of social development was republicanism viable? Did American society correspond to such a stage? If so, for how long could the country remain at a republican stage of social development? And finally, what was the proper role of government in consolidating a republican order in America? Together, these questions established a basic context for public debate in political economy that would prevail during the half century from the Revolution to the War of 1812. This context first began to take form in the 1760s and 1770s with the burgeoning revolt against English "corruption." From one perspective the mother country represented to the Revolutionaries the perfect example of an old, highly developed society that demonstrated all to well the insidious tendencies of the Scots' "law of compensation." For as Adam Smith observed, and as most Americans came to agree, it was cruelly ironic that in England, the most civilized country of all, the "people who clothe the whole world are in rags themselves"(46-47).
III. Chapter II: The Republican Revolution
A. Introduction 1. In the eyes of the American Revolutionaries, England had degenerated by the 1770s into a state of irredeemable corruption. When the British radical Richard Price described his own country in 1776 as "enervated by luxury; encumbered with debts; and hanging by a thread," he voiced the consensus of the insurgents across the Atlantic.' The Revolutionaries had little doubt, moreover, that England's contagion would engulf the colonies if the imperial connection was not severed. On this level, the Revolution became a struggle to establish a society that would escape the decay and corruption that had overtaken so much of the Old World. The task of securing such a republic in late eighteenth-century America posed a formidable challenge, however, in no small part because the ideology of "republicanism" that guided the Revolution was so fragile, torn by serious tensions and ambiguities. In one very fundamental sense, it was an ideology in flux, caught precariously between traditional concerns anchored in classical antiquity and the new and unstable conditions of an expansive commercial society.
2. The Revolutionaries shouldered a burden that was common to the intellectual life of their agethe burden of bridging the widening gap between traditional and modern ways of thought in the context of extensive, often unsettling, social and economic change. They enthusiastically embraced the republican spirit of classical antiquity that expressed "virtue" in terms of a primitive economy, but they also seemed to realize that this spirit had to be accommodated to their own dynamic world of commercial complexity. They vigorously denied that classical ideals should be surrendered completely to the demands of this new world, as Bernard Mandeville and his sympathizers suggested, but they also understood that these ideals could not always be implemented or even interpreted literally. Although Americans might be committed in spirit to the simple values of a pre-commercial "Christian Sparta," their economy and society bore little resemblance to that ancient model. Because the Revolutionaries ultimately wished to be a more productive, civilized people than the primitive Spartans whose virtues they so much admired, a republican political economy in America would somehow have to straddle antiquity and modernity.
3. The revolt against England went far beyond a repudiation of monarchical government; it entailed a passionate rejection of the British form of political economy. Historians of American "republicanism" have paid too little attention to the Revolutionaries' perception of British mercantilism as an economic system that reflected the tragedies of national corruption and "old age." Similarly, insufficient attention has been directed to the forging of an alternative conception of republican political economy. Perhaps more than any other colonial American, Benjamin Franklin thoughtfully analyzed and articulated this dimension of the Revolution. He developed his view of mercantilist England within a familiar eighteenth-century framework of assumptions about social development, and his contrasting vision of an independent, republican America deserves careful scrutiny. It was a broad vision that would have a great and lasting appeal for his countrymen. and a significant influence on American public policy for decades to come. B. Chapter II Part I: Ben Franklin 1. As a political economist, Franklin is probably best remembered for his analysis of population growth in North America. Franklin argued that population increased in proportion to the number of marriages, which in turn depended on the ease and convenience of supporting a family. Crucial factors in this regard were the available supply of land and the density of the population (50).
2. Franklin's demographic analysis built on several ideas common to eighteenth-century political economy. His focal concern with population density reflected the prevalent belief that an increase in the number of inhabitants propelled a society through its customary stages of development, and he went on to explore the corollary that a people's employments depended upon a country's population density.
3. As long as land was abundant and available for settlement, a society would not advance beyond the relatively youthful stage of agriculture, when the overwhelming majority of men were independent and comfortable farmers.
4. As a society aged, however, and population began to press on the supply of land, many individuals were forced to seek other modes of subsistence, usually in manufacturing. Generally, these men were not independent or self-employed; they were dependent wage-laborers who worked for "a master."
5. As Franklin wrote in 176o, "Manufactures are founded in poverty," for "it is the multitude of poor without land in a country, and who must work for others at low wages or starve, that enables undertakers to carry on a manufacture." 6. He added that "no man who can have a piece of land of his own, sufficient by his labour to subsist his family in plenty, is poor enough to be a manufacturer and work for a master." 7. Franklin thus expressed the common eighteenth-century notion that progress, or the advance of society to more complex stages of development through population growth, entailed an alarming increase in poverty, inequality, dependence, and misery. "It is a striking observation of a very able pen," he noted, perhaps referring to his own essay on population, "that the natural livelihood of the thin inhabitants of a forest country, is hunting; that of a greater number, pasturage; that of a middling population, agriculture; and that of the greatest, manufactures; which last must subsist the bulk of the people in a full country, or they must be subsisted by charity, or perish.' 8. The central physiocratic axioms -that agriculture was the only true source of wealth and that political interference with this natural order of economic life was pernicious -Franklin accepted almost without reservation.
9. Franklin was especially struck by the devastating results of a mercantilist propensity to measure the wealth of nations in terms of a favorable balance of trade. According to Franklin and the physiocrats, this cast of mind produced a misguided obsession with cultivating manufactures for export to foreign markets. The political system that artificially favored commerce and manufactures put a particularly high premium on this production for export, because it was erroneously thought that national wealth and greatness came from the sale of a country's most polished manufactures, or its luxuries, abroad.
10. When Quesnay and his cohorts attempted to undermine the theoretical basis of the system of political economy that the hated Colbert had imposed on France, they insisted, on the contrary, that a natural export trade in agriculture was far more productive and valuable to a country than this forced trade in manufactures.
11. In this regard, Franklin was particularly concerned in his examination of the English case with the organization of its laboring classes according to the familiar mercantilist idea that national prosperity arose from exporting the cheap labor of working men, most often in the form of refined manufactures, to foreign countries. 12. As Franklin described it, Britain's political economy was indeed marked by this emphasis on production for export and by the definition of the public good that such an emphasis entailed. Mercantilist spokesmen in Europe had long argued that an economy of this sort could be sustained only by a dense population with a large pool of "pauper" laborers who worked for extremely low wages. These wages had to remain low, it was generally believed, in order to keep down the costs of production, thereby permitting the manufacture of cheap products that could compete successfully in world markets. By these standards, a high density of population was a tremendous advantage to a country, because it forced numerous destitute and landless men, as Franklin suggested in his population essay, to compete with each other for employment and to accept the necessary low wages. Thus, the greater the population the better, for a large population offered the optimum basis for a successful export trade in manufactures.
13. Franklin argued that this system was corrupt. "There seems to be but three Ways for a Nation to acquire Wealth. The first is by War as the Romans did in plundering their conquered Neighbors. This is Robbery. The second by Commerce, which is generally Cheating. The third by Agriculture the only honest way; wherein Man receives a real Increase of the Seed thrown into the Ground, in a kind of continual Miracle wrought by the Hand of Good in his Favour, as a Reward for his innocent Life and virtuous Industry"(56). Here, McCoy says, Franklin meant mercantilist commerce, not regular commerce, like selling agricultural products.
14. Franklin viewed the British as economically, socially, and politically corrupt. The three went together.
15. "Along with the rest of the Revolutionaries, Franklin was greatly concerned with the ministerial corruption of Parliament and its perversion England's precious balanced constitution. His understanding of the broader threat that this political corruption posed to the colonies was appropriately much informed by the opposition persuasion of the so called "commonwealthmen" and "country" thinkers in England. A central element of the republican ideology derived from this tradition was its emphasis on the sensitive interdependence of government and society, and Franklin's view of England reflected the common belief that political corruption and constitutional decay festered most readily in societies where individuals had lost their economic independence and moral integrity"(59-60).
16. By contrast, the republican view of America portrayed a world in which:
a. The evils of a densely populated society, particularly the impetus created toward establishing an economy based on manufacturing for export, could be forestalled in America as long as citizens were able to expand across space rather than develop through time.
b. As long as American maintained its agricultural character, its republican government would not be tempted to subvert this flourishing natural order by imposing a corrupt social system through devious political means. c. Stressed household over commercial manufacturing. It was only the "Great Establishments of Manufactures" that had no place in republican America -establishments that employed poverty-stricken, landless laborers, and especially those that were dependent on government subsidy and promotion.
17. Franklin's republican vision: a society of independent, moderately prosperous, relatively selfsufficient producers who would succeed in staving off the dangers of an overly advanced, commercialized existence. (66) C. Chapter II Part II 1. "In its purest form, classical republicanism stipulated that republics had to be rater rude, simple, pre-commercial societies free from any taint of luxury and corruption. The essence of corruption was the encroachment of power on liberty, an insidious process most likely to occur in advanced, stratified societies where great wealth and inequality promoted avaricious behavior and dangerous dependencies among men"(67).
2. "American republicans valued property in land primarily because it provided personal independence"(68).
3. The Revolutionaries believed that every man had a natural right to this form of property, in the sense that he was entitled to autonomous control of the resources that were absolutely necessary for his subsistence. The personal independence that resulted from the ownership of land permitted a citizen to participate responsibly in the political process, for it allowed him to pursue spontaneously the common or public good, rather than the narrow interest of the menor the government -on whom he depended for support"(68).
